The under-representation of black British histories and black British actors in British period drama has become the object of increasing public debate.
3
text mediates the historical era in which it is set and / or published through its relationship to dominant literary conventions and ideological forces. Secondly, the source text is itself mediated by the process of adaptation through its relationship to the prevailing conventions of period drama, established by past production precedent and informed by contemporary historical and cultural contexts. Hence 'fidelity', whether textual or historical, is an effect of specific generic conventions within the classic adaptation. Classic adaptations arguably create an illusion of the past against which the 'authenticity' of future adaptations is judged.
In this way an apparent fidelity to historical reality masks what is in truth a fidelity to the generic conventions of the classic adaptation.
Bourne has argued that "there is ample ammunition for regarding 'whiteness' as a specific generic trait of British period films, even if it is one that their audiences unthinkingly take for granted" ("Secrets and lies" 49). There is perhaps even more ammunition for regarding 'whiteness' as a specific generic trait of the classic adaptation, given the almost universal absence of non-white actors in leading roles to date. The absence of non-white faces in classic adaptations is a product of casting conventions which both shape, and are shaped by, the generic signifiers of period drama. If the prospect of non-white faces and bodies appearing in the period context of a classic adaptation strikes some television audiences or reviewers as anomalous or inauthentic then this is arguably an effect of such conventions. In this way these conventions construct a perception of the past which denies or erases the historical existence of black and Asian British people.
Victorian England and the Black Atlantic
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Contemporary black British artists have been at the forefront of those "self-consciously
engaged" in acts of "(re)interpretation, (re)discovery or (re)vision concerning the Victorians
[emphasis in the original]" (Heilmann and Llewellyn, 4) . British Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare is most well-known for his sculptural works using Dutch wax print fabric, a textile commonly read as a signifier of West African culture but whose production reveals the complexities and paradoxes of colonial cultural exchange: originating in Dutch Indonesia, it was manufactured in Europe and exported to African markets. However, Shonibare has also appropriated narrative representations of the Victorian gentleman in his photographic series Dandy (1998) including an Italian seller of artificial silk flowers, a Jewish man whose mobility is achieved through a box with wheels and a Scottish boot lace seller who has lost both hands in battle.
Diary of a Victorian
Also present in this vivid portrait of the street life of the English capital are individuals of African origin, including a former sailor. With a walking stick in his right hand and a high crutch supporting his left shoulder, the upturned wide-brimmed hat which he carries in his left hand may be an effect of his careful deportment or an invitation to alms giving.
However, the most remarkable detail of his appearance is the tall and elaborate model of a two-masted, square-rigged ship which he carries on his head. Indeed, the ship is the "central organising symbol" (4) Shakespeare, Black Actors and Performance Reviews," Ayanna Thompson explores the ways in which, in different production contexts, an audience can be invited "to see and notice blackness" or "not to see or notice blackness [emphasis added]" (4) . In the former, the perceived racial identity of the actor or actors is mobilised to signify specific meanings in a particular dramatic context; by contrast, the latter is made possible by the practice of integrated casting which implicitly asks the audience not to attribute any specific meaning to the perceived racial identity of individual performers. In what follows I intend first to consider the relationship between the casting of black British actors in these particular roles and the racialised and colonial subtexts of the source texts. Through close textual analysis I aim to suggest the coded or even inadvertent ways in which the perceived racial identity of the two actors -the only non-white performers to be given significant speaking roles in each production -might be seen to signify historical meanings to do with black British history. By contrast, I then intend to situate these productions in the context of debates about integrated casting with a view to beginning to articulate and explore the complex issues which this progressive strategy makes explicit.
"Illegitimate intrusions": Nancy and Tattycoram
Oliver Twist is one of Dickens's most widely adapted novels and one whose explicit racial marking of its Jewish villain, Fagin, has caused offence from the date of its first publication.
David Lean's 1948 adaptation has achieved classic status in the adaptation canon but caused rioting in post-war Berlin because of its perceived anti-semitism when it was first screened there. 8 This novel presents significant challenges for those adapting it for the screen: namely, how to acknowledge the reality of the anti-semitism of the period without becoming 9 complicit in anti-semitic representational strategies. In this context, strict fidelity is unlikely to find an approving audience; few adaptations reproduce the scene in Dickens's novel in which a "pale and agitated" (257) Oliver is woken from a drowsy reverie to cry "the Jew! the Jew!" (257) when Fagin intrudes on his Chertsey idyll. Carol Reed's 1968 adaptation of Lionel Bart's stage musical Oliver! is undoubtedly the adaptation which has had the most abiding impact on the popular imagination. As Joss Marsh and Carrie Sickmann have argued, the phenomenal success of the original production did not only "turn out to be a starmaking machine, a star British export and a populist post-modern tourist experience" but also a pivotal "spur to the adaptation industry." 9 Moreover, it is a film which powerfully mobilises the cultural codes of whiteness in its deployment of the fair skin, fine features and her testimony of infant destitution is more often read as a confession of moral character than an indictment of societal neglect; the "something worse than all" (302) to which she alludes is commonly read as evidence of her induction into prostitution rather than subjection to sexual abuse. In the 2007 Oliver Twist, Nancy's affinity with Oliver as an abandoned child is emphasised in an inserted scene in which she shares her motherless state with him, albeit admitting no desire to know the identity of her mother, whereas this hope is Oliver's dearest wish. This affinity suggests a shared condition -that of illegitimacy -but where Oliver's class status ultimately overwrites his illicit origin, Nancy has no purchase on respectable society. In Dickens's Little Dorrit, the "'oddity'" (32) of Tattycoram's name is remarked upon by Arthur Clennam and she rages against the way that others exercise the "'right to name her like a dog or a cat'" (343 Sikes to take his own life in the sewers of London.
While neither Nancy nor Tattycoram are identified as non-white in Dickens's novels, the racialised symbolism of whiteness -and its antonyms -is mobilised in their characterisation.
In Oliver Twist Nancy and her companion Bet are initially introduced as women with "a great deal of colour in their faces" (62) and the reader is invited to speculate what this might signify about their moral character. As Dyer has argued, whiteness has come to be equated with "purity, spirituality, transcendence, cleanliness, virtue, simplicity, chastity" (72) or darkened (through exposure or dirt), Nancy and Bet's complexion suggests a compromised relationship to the "colour of virtue" (Dyer 72) . Indeed, Nancy's awakening conscience is signified by a 'whitening' of her appearance as she turns "deadly white" (110), "quite colourless" (115), "white and agitated" (147) and "pale and reduced" (287), to the point that (343) . Moreover, this heredity is manifested in her striking appearance; she is described as a "handsome girl with lustrous dark hair and eyes" (31), "rich black hair" (40) and "full red lips together" (214). In her temper Tatty is "sullen" (40) slippery yet fundamental economic, legal, and symbolic category [which] underpinned and unsettled a range of social discourses and their legitimizing frames.
Such discourses related of course to the many forms and meanings of family, marriage, and kinship. They necessarily embodied fluctuating ideas about genealogy, hybridity, "race," and national identity; moreover, they articulated complex forms of psychic and social inheritance. (293) Indeed, this complex web of anxieties might find a particular destination in the child born out of wedlock who is also mixed race.
While neither Nancy nor Tattycoram are explicitly racially marked in either of Dickens's novels, the discourses of illegitimacy which do mark them are arguably implicated in colonial and racial subtexts. By depicting Nancy and Tattycoram as British born black subjects the BBC adaptations of Oliver and Little Dorrit (2008) a 'ship on the head' (Dawes) of these two characters, requiring them to bear a representational burden that a white actor would rarely be expected to tolerate. 12 White actors are no less 'raced' than black actors, of course, but the historical invisibility and presumed universality of whiteness has served to obscure this. As Dyer puts it: "There is no more powerful position than that of being 'just' human. The claim to power is the claim to speak for the commonality of humanity. Raced people can't do that -they can only speak for their race" (2). However, these adaptations arguably invite such readings because Okonedo and Agyeman are the only non-white actors in speaking roles in an otherwise exclusively white cast; I wish to conclude by situating Oliver and Little Dorrit (2008) in the context of debates about integrated casting.
Integrated Casting in Oliver Twist and Little Dorrit
In a fascinating aside to his observations on the absence of black British actors in adaptations To date, scholarship on the theory and practice of integrated casting has tended to focus on theatre, with a special emphasis on the history of the American stage (and productions of Shakespeare); the above anecdote goes some way to explaining why this is so. About Nothing (1993) marking a significant turning point. By contrast, it is striking that period adaptations of classic novels continue to be an almost exclusively white preserve.
The underlying principle of integrated casting is simple and meritocratic; namely that, as
Thompson puts it, "neither the race nor the ethnicity of an actor should prevent her or him from playing a role as long as she or he was the best actor available" ("Practicing a Theory / Theorizing a Practice" 6). In practice, this means the casting of non-white actors in roles that are not racially marked as being other than white; white actors have historically experienced no difficulty in being cast in roles which are racially marked as other than white, such as Shakespeare's Cleopatra or Othello. 13 The variety of terms used within industry contexts to denote this practice -including 'colourblind' and 'nontraditional' -reveal both the complexity of this strategy and its fraught relationship with the problematic category of race.
Quite apart from its use of visual impairment as a metaphor (albeit a nominally virtuous one), the term 'colourblind' implicitly conflates race and ethnicity; moreover, it relies on visible signifiers which are arguably complicit in visual regimes of race and racism. Notice or Not to Notice" 4) the perceived race of the actors playing Nancy and Tattycoram, they nevertheless implicitly assume that the audience will "see and notice" racial difference in specific ways. Okonedo and Agyeman are cast in roles which are not racially marked within the dramatic action of the adapted screenplay; the characters within this fictionalised world are not depicted as 'seeing and noticing' the racial identity of Nancy and Tattycoram and the production arguably invites the viewing audience to follow their lead. In this way these adaptations embody the meritocratic spirit of integrated casting and provide important precedents for future productions. However, the casting of black actors in these particular roles -as characters of uncertain birth -is potentially problematic. It would seem that while these productions do not explicitly address the experience of black British subjects in the dramatic action (including the experience of racism) they nevertheless cast non-white actors in roles which a mainstream white audience might find historically plausible: that is, as figures on the margins of legitimate society. Nancy and Tattycoram both live a precarious existence, whether dependent on paternalist charity or the criminal economy. The marriage plot, so central to the Victorian classic realist narrative, is beyond the reach of these women; they have no place in the networks of family name and inheritance which ensure personal identity. Hence, the casting of black British actors in these roles could inadvertently confirm an impression that the origins of black British subjects must in some way be questionable, if conventions and, as such, are worthy of notice. It remains to be seen whether they will come to be regarded as providing pivotal precedents for a more integrated approach to the classic adaptation, or whether they will remain isolated exceptions in a genre which continues to depict the black British presence as illegitimate and intrusive.
